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He’s taking too long to make a move. I’ll bet he’s wondering about that unusual opening move. It hasn’t been studied very much, and its inefficiency seems evident. However, in the most important game of my life, I have chosen to play it and for the moment, I’ve managed to surprise my opponent. 

“Daniel, this had better be a good excuse or this latest tardiness will affect your grades.” 

I lied, though this time I had an important reason for being late; I’d just lost my virginity. I wasn’t among the first of my classmates. At that time, I was a second-year law student and in that class, there were quite a few ‘liberal-minded’ students who had gone ahead of me. However, in 1975 Franco was still alive and in general Spanish society was still quite demure.

“I’m sick of stupid excuses! What’s upset your stomach this time? What exactly do you eat for breakfast—lentils with sardines, maybe? Your stomach problems are going to cause you a lot of problems with me. I’m telling you for the last time, get up earlier if you want to come back to my class. For now, get out of here.” 

Mr. Pedro Callejo was quite strict about punctuality. He wasn’t wrong in chewing me out. I’m a ‘pathological laggard.’ That’s the name I’ve given those who, like me, are late everywhere. I habitually oversleep, but even if that weren’t true, somehow something else would come up and I was always late. 

The day before, I’d convinced my mother that I needed to sleep over at a friend’s house to go over some last questions for an imaginary exam the next morning.

Although I was physically in class, mentally I was far, far away.

Rosalina was the daughter of a Guatemalan mother and Spanish father. It had been love at first sight between her parents. They met and in just two months, they were already parents-to-be. In other words, a true love affair. Ernesto Pollo, her father, was a solitary man. The few times I saw him he barely spoke to me. I don’t think it was because of any animosity toward me but rather because he was trying to escape from his wife and daughter by withdrawing into himself. According to Rosalina, he had not spoken more than monosyllables with them, though when he was alone, he talked a lot. The truth is that despite everything, I liked him and always considered him the sanest one of that family.

Her mother tried to earn a living as an expert in the occult which had brought her fame locally since she was six years old for having a dash of magic that, according to her, endowed her with supernatural powers. Her daughter tried to convince me of that on several occasions, but although I saw many surprising things in that house, I always found the story a little unbelievable. But rather than the absurdity of her explanations or her lack of true gifts, she blamed her husband for her poor reputation, claiming that he exercised a certain power to suppress her strength.

Rosalina didn’t have any defined field. I met her in a conference of the Cultural Association for Farming Communities, titled ‘The Chicken: Painless Birth?’ and which I understand was the first and only activity she tried because, although the Law of Freedom of Association already existed, it was not very progressive but rather a way of silencing the popular clamor demanding freedom. The association logically did not represent any problem to the regime, but its name (Communities) and the status of its members as farmers must have led someone in high places to see in it a possible source for the development of communists. The fact is that in the middle of the presentation by a distinguished veterinarian (or so he introduced himself) just as his talk reached the interesting point of analyzing whether or not the hen suffered when laying eggs, the forces of order barged in.

It was in the police van that I saw her for the first time, and she seemed kind of absent. I approached her, made a comment about the unfairness of our detention, and she sat as if nothing around her fazed her, including me and my comment. I repeated it and the second attempt had the same result as the first. She didn’t even look at me and I wondered if the poor girl was shaken up from being arrested. Finally, I touched her arm with my hand and at last she reacted.

“Can’t you see I’m trying to send a telepathic message,” she said.

“Oh, pardon me. Who are you calling?”

“My mother. I’m trying to communicate with her to come get me as soon as possible.” 

“How will she know where to find you if we don’t even know where they’re taking us?”

“That’s no problem for my mother.”

After half an hour’s drive, they got us out of the van and when we got to the police station, a woman in a very unusual outfit was arguing with a policeman. It was her mother.

I still wonder about the logic of that. I couldn’t understand the reasons and terms of the discussion. She could have been detained herself, or presenting papers, or filing a complaint. I didn’t see any indication that she was awaiting her daughter’s arrival, since although Rosalina tried to get her attention, her back was to us the entire time. But it was most definitely her, with her unmistakable Guatemalan huipil.

Once we got to the police station they separated us, and I didn’t see Rosalina again until about ten days later when I saw her walking in El Retiro Park. She was alone. I headed to Doce de Octubre Street where I usually had lunch with my maternal grandmother, and as I often did, I strolled around the park enjoying a bit of nature in the midst of the stifling city of Madrid. As she appeared once again to be in her own world, I hesitated to approach in case she was communicating with her mother again, so I started out by following her at a distance.

Her expression didn’t change. She walked slowly with her gaze fixed on the ground, not looking up when she passed other people. After quite a while like this, and not being able to hold back any longer, I sped up and finally went up to her.

“Excuse me, do you remember me? We met in the police van.”

“Yes, I remember. Why have you been following me?’

“Well, I thought maybe you were communicating telepathically with your mother, and I didn’t want to bother you.”

“No, this time I was talking to myself mentally.”

“So, you were thinking, right?”

“No, I said I was talking to myself mentally.”

She was the bluntest woman I’d ever met.

I didn’t get anything out of that morning’s classes and my thoughts kept going back to Rosalina’s house. I replayed the scene over and over in my mind, it seemed so incredible that it had happened. Classes finished and I called my grandmother to tell her I wouldn’t be going to lunch. I wanted to have a drink at a nearby bar and then wander around the area. Of course, that made me late, and to avoid a scene like this morning’s (I also was usually late after lunch), I continued killing time for a couple of hours until I finally went back to Rosalina’s house. As soon as she opened the door, I could tell by her swollen eyes that she must have been crying.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m pregnant.”

“How would you know you’re pregnant so soon? Besides, you told me that you used a safe method to not get pregnant.”

“Yes, and I did, but I have felt a very clear magnetic-sensory vibration that tells me I’m pregnant.”

“Sweetie, you’ve had a lot of these feelings before that meant something, but they’ve never come to pass.”

“I know you don’t believe that I’ve inherited some of my mother’s powers but this time I assure you it’s true because right after I had that sensation, I sneezed.”

“In that case, there is no doubt. You have indeed engendered a beautiful virus that, if it’s a girl, we can name her Mary of the Sickness, and if it is a boy, Phil Flu.”

“Jerk.”

“Pretty clever, but I don’t think you like it.”

After that very romantic exchange, there wasn’t much else to say, so we said our good-byes and I went on my way.

The apparent calm with which I took the news wasn’t that surprising, not so much because of the vibrations but because of her family background.

I didn’t feel like going back home so I thought I’d stop by the store where my sister Ricarda worked.

Not without significant difficulty, my sister had managed to become independent about a year ago. She worked as a clerk at Prendes, which was a fashionable tailor’s shop where a lot of ‘hipsters’ went to get the latest clothes they believed were being worn in Europe. In reality, this Prendes was a smart guy who bought cheap fabric and designed more or less extravagant outfits for the times that had little or nothing to do with what people were wearing in Europe. His skill consisted in knowing how to put things together so that everything looked authentic.

Ricarda was in an excellent position there to get to know all kinds of ignorant people who liked to appear smarter than everybody else and tried to prove it by dressing ‘to the nines.’ That day my sister, who couldn’t be any other way, was assisting someone between exaggerated batting of her eyelashes and forced smiles. With Ricarda, it wasn’t an excess of love for her work, but an excess of love for men. This guy, however, wasn’t the kind of guy who usually shopped at that store, even though he already had two large bags of clothes set aside and was trying on yet another shirt. 

Upon seeing me, my sister let out one of her unbearable shrieks.

“Hello, darling!” That part was for the love of the job, because she didn’t know much more English than that. “What brings you here?”

“Well, I had a light day and thought I’d come chat with you for a while. I see you’re busy, I’ll come back another day.”

“Don’t worry about me, sir, I was just leaving,” said the client.

I took a closer look at his appearance. He wasn’t a Westerner and though his features weren’t very marked, I would have bet that Indian blood ran through his veins.

He paid and left.

Ricarda and I chatted about superficialities. I hadn’t come to share anything special. She wasn’t the type of person to give sage advice, but she could keep up the kind of small talk that allowed one to avoid their problems, and as expected, talking with her was good timing after the stressful day I had had. 

It was eight p.m., and she started packing up for closing. As she went to go through the fitting rooms, she discovered something that caught her attention. It was a piece of wood, apparently very old judging by its poor condition, in which three concentric squares had been roughly carved with a four-pointed star placed inside and positioned in a cross. The star divided the interior into four squares, each of which contained a circle. On the lower side of the piece, three rounded shapes in the form of leaves had been carved.

The last person to use the fitting room had been that guy I met on the way in. It very well could have been his, although it was also possible it had already been in the fitting room when he went in, and he hadn’t paid any attention to it. From the beginning, I was intrigued by that old piece of wood with its mysterious pattern. Judging it to be of no value, I asked Ricarda if I could have it as a charm (Rosalina’s influence, I suppose) and since she had no objection, I kept it.

After closing the store, we went to El Buen Caldero, a good restaurant run by a very nice family. The eldest son had been my sister’s boyfriend a couple of years ago, and although Ricarda had replaced him with a tattooed trucker (tattoos drive her wild), they stayed good friends.

“What can I get you two?”

I ordered a grape juice, and my sister ordered a Bacardi rum with a little fresh lemon and an olive. They both reminisced nostalgically about stories from when they used to go out together. Anyone listening would think they had been together for ages, even though they had just started dating when one day they were hitchhiking, got picked up by a trucker with a siren tattooed on his arm and...

We had a good time. Victor had always been a very funny guy, able to turn something mundane into something very entertaining. Since I was feeling a little tired from getting up early that day, I finished my drink, said goodbye, and headed home. When I got there, my mother made dinner while my grandfather and father talked about Franco’s illness and what would happen when he died.

Mr. Ricardo Santana Méndez, aka ‘the grandfather,’ was an expert in historical defenses. As a Republican officer, he was one of the participants in the defense of Madrid during the civil war. According to him, the city ended up opening its gates to the Nationals because it wanted to, not because it was forced to. He was proud talking about how Franco knew him personally and although Franco knew where he lived, he had never been arrested because the Caudillo knew that no one would be able to get their hands on Ricardo Santana. My grandfather said that his relationship with Franco went back a long way, to when they used to sit together at El Ferrol harbor watching the ships arrive from the war in Cuba. That friendship lasted until the Moroccan war when, according to grandfather, Franco began to understand who he was. He liked to tell the story about the time when the future Generalissimo fell wounded in battle, and his assistant thought he was in such bad shape he was going to leave him on the field without offering aid. He insisted that, contrary to what was said, it was not true that Franco himself had pointed his rifle at the assistant to make him lift him onto the stretcher, but instead it had been he, Mr. Ricardo Santana, who had threatened to cut off the assistant’s balls and make him eat them raw if he did not take him away. 

After that moment, according to his version, Franco distanced himself from him because he was not a man who liked to be reminded that he owed favors, and instead of compensating him for saving his life, he stopped acknowledging him. He recognized that his personal estrangement from the Caudillo significantly influenced him to become a Republican at the time of the coup.

In his opinion, few members of the military remained unconvinced at the time that something needed to be done to improve the situation in the country; the question was what should be done. Franco and his followers made a very risky decision and when it became clear that the coup had failed, they were unable to back down.

My grandfather used to say that if the consequences of the uprising had been known, it would never have happened, but once underway, everyone had to choose sides, and he chose the Republic. Only after making that decision did he start becoming interested in communism.

A lot of the time, my grandfather’s stories didn’t really match reality. I don’t know how much of his story about his relationship with Franco was true. I know he was born in El Ferrol, he was in the war in Morocco, he sided with the Republic, and mysteriously, once the civil war was lost, no one came by the house to even take a statement from him, which was very strange given the purge of Republicans imposed by the Head of State after the war.

The one who was a staunch Francoist was my father, Mr. Eduardo Santana. As a precaution because of my grandfather’s military background, the family refrained from instilling any political ideals in him as he grew up, while in school he was bombarded with propaganda from the regime. As a result, he ended up converting to Francoism, to the horror of my grandfather. Not that he was really a fascist, but he loved order and discipline. As he used to say: “It’s better to have even a very bad plan than none at all.” He became a senior official. Role model, reserved, intelligent and practical, he was one of those unloved characters because of his aloofness, albeit necessary. He was the one who taught me to play chess and if he had seen the exit I just made, he would be distraught.

“After Franco, the Republic will be back!” shouted my grandfather while my father argued that republic, monarchy, and democracy were nothing but three ways to define what would be disorder, inefficiency and ineffectiveness.

“What difference does it make to the people, as long as they get their freedom back?” said Grandfather.

“What does ‘freedom’ even mean if men have never been able to live their lives freely? No one is free enough to do whatever they want, except a few hours a day that they use to sleep, eat, travel, or attend social events, mostly imposed on them. What’s wrong with not being able to speak publicly about certain things, if in return they enjoy more stability? And what do you have to say about the benefits of our regime? I challenge you to name any democratic country that has a full employment economy and less sense of danger in the street than ours. For those two reasons alone, I consider it worthwhile to not have the ‘freedom’ to choose my leaders.” 

In short, it was the same as always, or maybe more because of the feeling that Franco was in a very bad way and the country was about to change. My father usually won arguments dialectically, thanks to his superior training, and when my grandfather found himself cornered, he would usually turn to my mother for help. She was a committed democrat and closer to my grandfather politically than to my father but this time she was too busy with dinner to get involved in the discussion. So, my grandfather had to finish the argument with one of his favorite endings: He stood in front of his son, grabbed him by the neck, and after looking him square in the eye for about a minute, said:

“I won’t break your face out of respect for your late mother.” 

Act Two was to head to the kitchen for dinner.

My father had been used to scenes like these since he was a child, but on rare occasions, my grandfather had whipped him. As he had just turned 80, he didn’t really pose any threat to my father though he believed his father capable of trying to carry out his threat any day. After these arguments, he used to smooth things over with him by inviting him for one of those blond American cigarettes that grandfather liked so much but never bought because, as he said: “In the end, the Yankees made friends with Franco.”

I had a quick dinner and went to bed before anyone else finished. When I got undressed, the wood carving Ricarda had found in the fitting room fell on the floor. How strange it was! I left it on the nightstand and started to read in bed as usual. I slowly drifted off to sleep, enjoying my book. How I wish I could do that again!
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For being the first move, it took him quite a while to decide. Given the result, I’m not at all convinced about straying from theory, but against someone who, according to some, has never lost a game, my only chance is to surprise him, to break with convention, to try to develop new paths. From his reaction, I understand that he has no theoretical response prepared, since if he did, he would have moved more quickly. My first objective has been achieved, and now I think it’s time to try to control the main diagonal with the bishop. 

––––––––
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2.  Ab2  ...

I didn’t see Rosalina again until the next weekend. I’d always thought that after sleeping with someone for the first time, there would be days of romance and all that, but it wasn’t like that. The discussion about the possible pregnancy stopped that. It’s true we’ve been in touch by phone, but neither of us had tried to see each other. It was hard to have phone conversations that were very intimate given that in my house as well as hers, there was only one phone, which was in the living room, and it was rare when there was no one around to hear what we were saying. Despite everything, some of her terse comments made me realize that she was still convinced that she was pregnant, which increased my fear. It wasn’t the best time to get married, I still had most of my career ahead of me, and after all, I wasn’t convinced that Rosalina was the love of my life. We’d only met five months ago, and that wasn’t enough time for me to take such an important step. When I thought about a future life with her, I couldn’t see clearly what would become of us.

With that thought, I caught the metro that Saturday to go to the Café Ruiz where we’d agreed to meet to talk. 

I ordered a chamomile tea, and she ordered black coffee. She didn’t really like coffee that much, but she liked to read the grounds to see what was in her immediate future. After a bit of beating around the bush, I asked if she’d thought about marrying me if she was indeed pregnant. She looked at me terrified and then laughed, saying of course not, that the child, though it was the product of my seed, was probably the work of some spirit and she was not willing to ruin the future of her magical child with the presence of an idiot, just like her poor mother had done by marrying her father.

It took me a few moments to digest what I’d just heard, and I began to hate the idea of being separated from my son. What kind of life would the poor creature have surrounded by lunatics? I wouldn’t allow it. Just then, she got up to use the bathroom.

She was gone quite a while before I saw her come out smiling.

“I got my period, how funny, right?” 

My feelings got the better of me and I reacted in a very different way than I’d planned. When she sat down, I got up and went to her side, hugged and kissed her. Her touch and her scent brought back the tenderness I’d felt for her before. I think it was more for the joy I felt from the news of the failed pregnancy than because of love, and although she was very receptive to my attentions, deep down we both knew there was a wall between us.

Now when I think of my frivolous reaction to what would have been imminent fatherhood, I am shocked to think about how foolish a person can be.

After the reprimand from Mr. Pedro, I hadn’t gone back to his class. Day after day I was running late, and I’d decided to not try to get in. I was aware that the tardies and absences were going to cause problems with that subject, but I was confident that if I did well on the exam, he’d pass me anyway. So, the day of the exam, I showed up. When he came to my seat to hand out the questions, he didn’t give them to me as he had to the others but continued handing them out to the rest of my classmates and left me until last. Then he took another piece of paper out of his briefcase and came over to my desk. 

When I saw the questionnaire, my hopes were dashed. I read and re-read the questions, and I had no idea about a single one, not even the slightest clue to try to bluff my way through. My new amulet hadn’t done me a bit of good, nor had studying all night. I looked around, not to look for any help, because no matter how much they whispered to me, it wouldn’t have changed the outcome, but rather to see if the rest of the class was going through the same thing. But that wasn’t the case, everyone was writing furiously. I hoped that at least one was in the same situation and would be brave enough to hand in their paper right away, but no—the damned people wouldn’t stop writing. What was going on? It was true that I hadn’t had time to read the entire syllabus, as I had too much on my mind to study properly, but it was really bad luck that all the questions were from the parts I hadn’t read. The bad luck got worse by the minute when I saw Mr. Pedro Callejo approaching me with a smile on his lips. Sure that I wasn’t doing much, he came up to me, stared at my paper—fortunately, I hadn’t written anything stupid—put his hand on my shoulder, and started commenting sarcastically on my exercise: how interesting my writing was, how my literary style would make correcting it a real treat...

I knew I had exhausted his patience with my tardiness, I understood that he wanted to make me pay for my lack of punctuality, and I could have even accepted that even if I’d passed the test he would have failed me on the midterm, but he was going too far. Annoyed, I left the papers on the desk and walked out listening to his forced laughter behind me. 

Since I didn’t have anything else to do the rest of the morning, I went for another walk along the Retiro. I was tempted to call Rosalina back, since after the fake pregnancy, I felt like going back to how our relationship had been before that incident. I finally rejected that plan. I wasn’t in the mood, and I thought it was a better idea to pass on that and try to find an explanation for Mr. Pedro’s behavior. I tried, but as usual when I had something important to think about, I ended up getting distracted and spent the morning watching trees, birds, and people going by. At lunchtime, I went to my grandmother’s house. Clara, my maternal grandmother, was an exceptional woman who was above the human and the divine and had reached a state of mind where nothing affected her enough to disturb her good humor. Clara also had the peace and experience that age brings, and I always learned something from conversations with her. I told her about the exam, and she listened carefully. Basically, she urged me to get in the habit of being more punctual and study harder in the future. When I left, she advised me to try to talk with Mr. Pedro to try to smooth things over.

I decided to take her advice and went back to the campus. There were very few people around that afternoon. I went to the class and asked for him. He wasn’t there at the moment, but another professor assured me he’d be back soon and invited me to wait for him in a room next to his office. It was a small library for the exclusive use of the professors and there were very old books there, which because of their value, weren’t available to the students. I entertained myself looking through them, and one in particular caught my eye. Its covers were burgundy red, and I found the small engraving on the spine very original, depicting a woman with a child on her back and a pestle with which she appeared to be grinding grain. I picked it up and as I started to open it, Mr. Pedro appeared in the room. His appearance was completely different from the one he had during the exam, and it seemed like he sighed when he saw me. Even stranger, he grabbed me by the arm in a clear gesture of rushing me, and we both hurriedly left the classroom.

He gave me no explanation, even when we went down the stairs, or were in the street. We moved along almost running with him looking around nervously, as if someone were following us. I just followed along behind him doing the same but not knowing what to look at. We rounded the building and headed toward his car. He started it and we took off. Then he finally started to explain himself.

“I have to talk to you about something very important.”

“I’m glad you realize that you went too far. I know I was wrong with the tardies, but I don’t think it deserved such a strong reaction. I showed up hoping to do well on the exam so maybe I could still pass, but I had bad luck with the questions.”

“Forget about the exam. I have serious reason to believe you are in danger.”

“Me? But I don’t bother anybody.”

“I don’t know what you may have done, but for several days, some strange looking guys have been coming by first thing in the morning. They seem to be looking for someone in the hallways. After blatantly sniffing around for a while, they’d leave. Yesterday, though, they waited at the class exit and I saw they were talking to José Moreno. I waited until they were done and then talked to him. He said they asked about you and wanted to know how to find you. You know he isn’t very smart, and so he told them there would be an exam this morning that you might show up for. Fortunately, he got the start time wrong and told them it would start at 10 not 9. 

“Like I said, I didn’t have a good feeling about them from the beginning, and when I saw a bulge in one of their jackets, I realized that he had a gun. Last night I tried to contact you, but I must have written down the phone number they gave me at the office incorrectly. 

“This morning, I gave you the questions for another course so that you would leave as soon as possible, and when you didn’t leave, I started that number with you. I know this all sounds crazy, I should have told you some other way, but given the circumstances, I couldn’t think of anything else. I’m sorry, but I believed it was essential that they didn’t find you.”

“I honestly don’t know what to say. I have no idea who they could be. They have a very strange way of trying to contact me, because if they know where I go to school, it’s possible they know other things about me, like where I live and where I go...it stands to reason that they would have had more efficient ways of finding me instead of wasting several days coming here.”

“I don’t think so. If they had more information, they would have used it.”

“Okay, so some guys with guns are looking for me in a pretty ineffective way, but just because they are doesn't mean I'm up to anything bad. They could be cops who want to ask me some questions.”

“No, Daniel, the police know perfectly well how to find someone, and at any rate, given their looks, I doubt very much they’re police. Again, I didn’t have a good feeling about them, and I don’t think they came with good intentions. Their secrecy makes me think the worst. If they didn’t have anything to hide, why didn’t they ask for you directly the first day?”

“How do I know, maybe they were running late...”

“And the second day, and third?”

“Well, I admit it’s a little strange.”

“Daniel, be honest, are you mixed up in some kind of mess?”

“No, honestly, I have no idea what those guys want from me, I’m at a loss.”

We had been in such a hurry, I hadn’t returned the book I was leafing through to its shelf when Mr. Pedro whisked me out of the library so brusquely. Seeing it in my hands, he asked: “Are you interested in the Maya people?”

“My girlfriend’s mother was born in Guatemala, but I don’t know anything about those people. If you’re asking because of the book, I didn’t know what it was about, I just liked the engraving. It’s about the Maya?”

“Yes, as you know, I’m a history buff and in my spare time I dedicate a large part of my time to the study of ancient civilizations. I’ve studied many different cultures, and I can assure you that one of the most interesting ones is the Maya culture. It was located in Central America and it’s very ancient. Believe me when I say there was a great civilization there several hundred years before Columbus arrived in America.”

Those were his last words. The accident killed Mr. Pedro and the driver of the other car. My shoulder still hurts.

I was in the hospital for about ten days, some due to the broken shoulder, which was the only thing I broke, and some for observation due to the heavy blow I suffered to my head.
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I would have expected nothing less. With that, he defends his pawn while developing the knight. Very typical, and it is clear that he is going to play by the book, as always. His play is not usually very impressive. He does his job without great genius, but always faithful to the rules, to the laws that every good chess player knows. The destruction is progressive; each movement is another step toward the desired outcome. Time is always on his side. There’s no turning back. The end can be delayed more or less, but it always arrives. Cruel? No, it’s the way it has to be. I’m not afraid but I would prefer to be playing against any other opponent.  

No more irregular moves; it’s time to fight for the domination of the center of the board. 

3. c4   ...

During the time I was in hospital, I thought many times about how the accident had occurred. It was certainly not due to any recklessness on our part. Mr. Pedro’s car was a Seat 600, which is not exactly a car known for its speed. The other car was in the inside lane of the curve, and it ran into us in a strange trajectory that resulted in the rollover of both cars. It was so strange that the only explanation I could think of was that the other driver must have fallen asleep. 

The day I was discharged, I found the amulet and the book that I had taken from Mr. Pedro’s library at my house. The police had found them in the car and sent them to us. Seeing them reminded me of the conversation we’d been having with the tragedy occurred. What irony, the poor man alerted me to a hypothetical danger against me seconds before being killed himself!

Two days later, I went to see Rosalina. She hadn’t gone to the hospital to see me, since those days happened to coincide with a vegetarian food festival in Mérida and it was more important to her to go there than to worry about my condition. To make it up to me, she brought back some sweet potatoes they had given her at the event. If I hadn’t been so weak from the accident, I would have put them to a very special use. Fortunately for her, or rather for her lower back, I didn’t have the energy for anything that day. I shared them for lunch with my family, and I think this was a better use than the one I had originally thought of.

What Rosalina noticed the day of her visit, more than my shoulder and my grief for the death of poor Mr. Pedro, was the amulet. 

“What’s that?”

As pissed off as I was, I felt like humiliating her and tried to make fun of her a little.

“It’s a gift that a girlfriend gave me. I understand that Cyrus the Conqueror wore a similar engraving on the hilt of his sword, and that Alexander the Great himself, imitating him, had a similar one made on one of his swords. Word got around in Alexander’s army and many of the soldiers did the same until something happened to eclipse the popularity of the engraving—the day Alexander the Great was wounded, he wielded that exact sword. The girl who gave it to me gave it her personal touch by adding those pictures you see.”

Rosalina stood there with her mouth open and her eyes on me. I was sure I’d impressed her with my story. It was a good one and I planned to milk it a bit more before confessing that it was all a huge lie.

“Did you just make that up or had you already thought it out?”

Fuck! That chick was getting on my nerves, she hadn’t bought it at all, and I, with the satisfied look still on my face, looked really ridiculous.

“I just made it up, it was a joke.”

“Congratulations, Daniel, I liked it. You’re intelligent, it’s a shame you say and do such stupid things.” 

She was going too far, and I was getting angrier at her.

“I’m sure you’re so smart, you know what it is.”

“Lamat was the name of a day. The Maya developed very ingenious ways to keep track of the passing of time and used various cycles of days. One of the most important was the Sacred Circle of two hundred sixty days that combined the repetitive circle of the numbers one through thirteen with the names corresponding to twenty days. Understand?”

“No.”

“You’ll see, the name of the day and the number combine together, for example: 1 Imix, 2 Ik, 3 Akbal, 4 Kan ... that is like saying ‘Monday 1, Tuesday 2, etc., successively. Lamat  was one of the named days and is situated between Manik and Mukuk.”

“Did you just make that up or had you already thought it  out?”

“It’s true.”

After a bit of babbling on my part, I got her to leave quickly on the grounds that I still wasn’t feeling too well. 

Things with her were getting worse and worse. I felt resentful. Why was she still with me if it was clear she didn’t love me? Why was I still with her when it wasn’t clear how much I liked her?

I told my parents everything don Pedro had said about the guys who were looking for me at school. My mother got pretty worried, thinking that the warnings the professor had given me sounded valid. As always, my father adopted a cooler posture and after much consideration, asked if I thought there was any connection between those mysterious individuals and the amulet that, according to my girlfriend, represented a Mayan day. Until that moment, I hadn’t thought about any possible connection. The carving didn’t seem to be valuable enough for some guys to go looking for me ‘gun in hand.’ But it was a possibility, and it occurred to me that the best way to solve the riddle was to retrace my steps. If the amulet was the cause of everything, Ricarda’s store was the first place to look. I’d speak with my sister to see if she knew anything else about it.

While we talked about it, Grandpa left the room and returned a short while later dressed in his worn Republican military uniform that, being a size bigger than what he normally wore, looked pretty bad. My mother’s efforts to get him to throw it away had been in vain. He had saved it since the war and when my mother complained he answered: “If I didn’t throw it away when it could have cost me my life, I’m sure not going to now.” He wanted to be buried in it, but that wasn’t part of my mother’s plans. For the moment, there was Mr. Ricardo Santana, wearing his uniform and saying:

“When those jerks coming looking for my grandson I’ll rip off their balls and make them eat them.”

Then he told the story, for the umpteenth time, the story about when he saved Franco’s life. He didn’t usually put on the uniform, but when he did, speeches about the times in Morocco and the Republic were inevitable. We were used to these little stunts periodically, which we attributed to his age and the impulsive nature that had defined him throughout his life.

When I got to Ricarda’s house, I ran into some guy having problems opening the door because of the enormous instrument he was carrying. I insisted on helping him with the door, and he thanked me very kindly. When I rang my sister’s doorbell, she greeted me with:

“Hello, darling! Did you forget something?”

“Hi, Ricarda.”

“Oh, it’s you. I thought it was Enrique, my new boyfriend, a very nice guy I’m really serious about.”

None of my sister’s relationships lasted very long even though she said they were all very serious.

“You must have run into him.”

“A guy carrying an instrument, like a double bass?”

“Yes, he’s coming here to play...” A smile betrayed that something about that expression had amused her.

“Don’t tell me you like double bass music now?”

I knew perfectly well that the answer was no. My sister had never been interested in music, much less the kind of music that would come from a double bass, so it was clear there was something else.

“Actually, he plays, and I dance.”

That was another surprise. Although my sister danced once in a while, it wasn’t one of her usual hobbies. There was something fishy going on, and I was determined to find out what it was.

“Oh, come on, Ricarda, since when are you interested in dancing with bass instruments?”

“Since I met Enrique. It’s something unusual that we do, but we both enjoy it. It all started very casually. A mutual friend introduced us at a party and sometime later, I met him when he was coming out of music class. I invited him for a drink at my house and showed some interest in the type of music he was studying. So he gave me a small private concert—he got to the double bass and started playing.

“At first I thought it was interesting to watch him play, but it didn’t take long for me to get bored, and not only that, I was getting anxious and annoyed. Enrique didn’t notice and thought I was enjoying his monotonous melody. It got to where I couldn’t stand it another second and I started to get up. He looked at me strangely but didn’t stop playing.

“I was embarrassed at my tactlessness, and I couldn’t think of anything else to do but pretend I was starting to dance. He was happy about that and played with even more vigor and passion. So...well, we started going out and sometimes we recreate that day.”

“Excuse me, Ricarda. I didn’t come to talk about the arts that you practice, but I’m a little suspicious about some strange things that have been happening to me, or at least that happened before the accident. Do you remember the guy who was shopping in your store the afternoon I came to see you?”

“Yes, I remember. He’s come back here a couple of times. The second time was the next day. He came in, grabbed some shirts I had on display, and went right back to the fitting room before I could even tell him he hadn’t picked up shirts in his size.”

“Was it the same fitting room where I found the charm?”

“What charm?”

“The wood amulet that you gave me. Remember?”

“Oh, yes. After trying on the shirt, he asked me for another one, and then went into the fitting room next to the first one.”

“He must have wondered which room it fell in.”

“When he came out, he gave the shirts back and didn’t buy either one. He was much less friendly than the first time he came in.”

“You say he came back again?”

“Yes, the second time was after two or three days. He came in with two other guys. Mr. Prendes happened to be there that day. He greeted me rudely like the time before, and before I could ask him if he wanted to buy one of the shirts he’d tried before, he told me he’d spent several days looking for a wooden charm that he’d lost that had great sentimental value. He assured me that it wasn’t worth anything, but he was willing to pay anyone who helped him find it. Then I remembered that you had taken it, but since Prendes was there, I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t admit in front of him that I’d given you something that was found in the store. I’m sure you understand.”

“What did they do then?”

“Nothing, they just left. Well, one of them asked my name and I said it was Agatha. The guy that you and I saw made a face and asked if that was my real name, because he thought he remembered that the guy who was in the store at the same time he was had called me by a different name (obviously he meant you). So I admitted that my real name was Ricarda and that only my family called me that. Then he very seriously asked my last name. I told him, and they finally left.”

“Of course, that’s the connection! They started with me because you told them I was part of your family.”

“Wait, that sounds accusing. Have they caused you any trouble?”

“Not yet, at least I don’t think so...”

“You’re starting to scare me with all of this.”

“Don’t worry, it’s silly. It could be I’m still feeling the effects of the accident, and it makes me see ghosts everywhere. After seeing death so close, you want to live so badly that everything scares you terribly. I’ll get over it.”

When I got home, I stared at that amulet that seemed to be so important. No matter how much I looked at it, it didn’t seem like much; the wood was very old, and the carving wasn’t any more complex than any hippy carving. However, it seemed like this mediocre carving held some kind of mystery.

Rosalina and her family had decided to spend a few days in Guatemala to visit family members. They weren’t going to be gone more than a month and even though things with her were getting more tense, I went to see them off at the airport. While we waited in the ticket line, I tried to be as nice as possible. I spoke with Rosalina but loudly enough that her parents could hear and participate in the conversation if they wanted to. However, the father didn’t open his mouth once, though I noticed that he was listening. It had been too long since he’d had a normal conversation with his wife and daughter to start one with me, especially during a simple wait for a plane.

Her mother was praying or something. She was afraid of everything that wasn’t operated manually, and flying especially panicked her. She spent about three days before every flight making spells and smudging with herbs and during the trip she would continue with the same routine, although without the smoke which of course she was not allowed to burn, but which she replaced with compulsive smoking. 

She was a very difficult passenger for the flight crew, lighting up one cigar after another in between spells so it was too much, even for the other passengers who smoked. The crew had to deal with the complains of the other passengers, allowing them to change seats and trying to compensate them for the inconveniences. Once a determined flight attendant tried to take away her cigars, which prompted Rosalina’s mother to stand up with the insane intention of hitting her, upon which the very efficient flight attendant decided to return her cigars and keep changing the other passengers’ seats.

Fortunately for the airlines, she didn’t travel much, maybe twice a year, either to her homeland or to some witchcraft conference.

Rosalina and I said good-bye with a passionate kiss. By the time we were finished, her parents had already gone into the international zone and I wasn’t able to say good-bye to them. Those crazy outbursts of passion of hers were completely out of place, and instead of enjoying them, I was embarrassed. Back in the taxi home, I kept wondering why her parents stayed together. She only spoke to him to insult him, even in front of strangers, as in my case. He pretended to ignore her comments, and if he saw the need to say anything, it wasn’t more than a monosyllable. But there they were, starting their trip to Guatemala in an atmosphere that couldn’t be less conducive to enjoying their vacation. 

Mr. Pedro’s substitute was a Mr. Cañamón, who called me into his office on the first day I returned to class. 

“I wanted to meet you and since it will be tough to get up to speed after your convalescence, I can help you if you want. I can give you lessons outside of class time to help you make up the lost time.”

He was a chubby guy with bulging eyes and a face that looked like he wouldn’t hurt a fly. After the accident, I had become very popular at university, and he must have thought that doing something nice for me would earn him the esteem of most of his new students. But all that kindness made me suspicious.

“Hey, why all the kindness?”

“I’m just trying to do my job the best I can. I feel it’s my duty to help you after the terrible experience you’ve had.”

“It isn’t normal to have private classes in a university and besides, it doesn’t seem fair that some students are treated differently from others.”

My distrust upset him.

“That’s probably not so new for you. It also isn’t normal that one student has a different exam from the rest. It also isn’t normal that you were in Mr. Pedro’s car when the accident happened, and I urge you to tell me about that.” 

“That will be a long story...”

I told him and he listened intently, even taking some notes. After being candid with each other, we said goodbye cordially. 

I went back to Ricarda’s house hoping to not find her in full dance mode with her boyfriend. Luckily, she was alone. It was unusual for me to go out during the week, but she was used to it. This time the plan was to meet secretly with some communist friends she had made who, apparently, were responsible for a propaganda magazine for the party. She confessed that she had just broken up with the musician who was too egotistical and never thought about others. Other times she had justified herself with incredibly more striking things like, for example, when she left the lion trainer because according to her, the smell of the beast made him so irresistible that all other women lusted after him and made her so jealous that life became unbearable for her. Thus, I deduced that Ricarda’s new boyfriend must be communist, which would drive our father crazy. If he hadn’t been wild about lion tamers, he’d be less so with a communist. 

“You can come if you want. I only know two of them, but they have told me that the meetings are very lively.”

“Well, I don’t have anything better to do and I’m a bit interested in learning about the ‘underground’ world. It could be interesting, but I don’t know if it will be dangerous. I would not like to be arrested again, like what happened at that conference I told you about. Dad was pretty mad and besides, since then I have a record with the police.” 

“The day you met your Guatemalan girlfriend?”

“She isn’t from Guatemala, her mother is, but she was born in Spain. I’ve just come from saying goodbye to them at the airport because they’ve gone there for vacation.”

“Going on vacation in winter, that’s odd, isn’t it?”

“Not really, the weather is different there.”

“Well, come on, it will be a blast.”

“Maybe you’d better tell them I’m coming, I don’t want to bother them.”

“Not necessary, besides you know I try to talk by phone as little as possible.”

That was one of my sister’s eccentricities. She was sure that talking on the phone made one’s breasts less firm which is why she tried to use it as little as possible. 

“Okay, I’ll go, but first I’m going to call home so they don’t worry about me  being late.”

My mother wasn’t happy that I was going to get home late; she’d become very fearful after my accident.

We headed to Hamilton, on Diego de León Street, to a so-called ‘apart-hotel’ in which they rented out rooms no bigger than any sad lodging house, but since apart from a bathroom, they also had a mini kitchen, they were called apartments. I understand that these apart-hotels were a lucrative business at the time because they were ideal places for secret lovers. Its clientele was divided between that type of clients and travelers who wanted to live without having to eat out in restaurants all the time. The discretion of the staff and the absence of interaction with neighbors made it a perfect place to organize clandestine meetings, as in the case of the one we were going to attend.

The owner was a woman who fit the stereotype of a brothel madam, smeared with makeup. When she saw us, she must have thought we didn’t make a very good couple. I imagine her thought would have been “She’s a little too old for him.” Since Ricarda already knew the apartment number, we went directly in without even saying hello, as our instructions were clear to avoid any kind of conversation. We went up in the elevator and on the third floor, I saw that the inside looked even worse than the outside—dirty walls, burned out lightbulbs. Arriving at 304, Ricarda gave the agreed upon signal, which was something as original as knocking on the door to the tune of the song by the Cuatro Muleros. She had to knock through the second verse since my sister’s knock wasn’t very strong.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Mayan

Checkmate
The Last Move

Luis Ablan'qué Ramirez





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
w A 0o N o®






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
w A 0o N o®






OEBPS/d2d_images/image011.png
w A 0o N o®






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





